DISCLAIMER: REPRODUCING NEGATIVE THOUGHT Culture Jammer's MANIFESTO We will take on the archetypal mind polluters and beat them at their own game.
We will uncool their billion-dollar brands with uncommercials on TV, subvertisements in magazines and antiads right next to theirs in the urban landscape . We will seize control of the roles and functions that corporations play in our lives and set new agendas in their industries.
We will jam the pop-culture marketers and bring their image factory to a sudden, shuddering halt.
On the rubble of the old culture, we will build a new one with a non-commercial heart and soul. These images, provided by the Adbusters Media Foundation, reproduce, in satirical fashion, the legally registered trademarks of McDonald's, Smirnoff, Nike, Volkswagen, and Marlboro.' 1 Is it legal for Thresholds to (re)pubhsh these images? Registered trademarks are defined by the United States Patent and Trademark Office as, "any word, phrase, symbol, or design, or a combination of words, phrases, symbols or designs, that identifies and distinguishes the source of the goods of one party from those of others." 2 However, in American history, the rights of the trademark owner over images made of the registered trademark have always been a point of contention, situated between the principles of free speech and private property. In Adbusters' satirical (re)production of registered trademarks, the problem resurfaces with a circular result: Can reproduction of the images of capitalist power have a serious impact in criticizing the capitalist practices and messages, when all such images are already owned by those same capitalist powers?
The artists who make these images rely on anonymity. The images are freely distributed and are intended for anonymous application to empty billboards, as posters, in underground publications, etc. Thresholds, on the other hand, is reproducing these images in a journal owned by an identifiable entity-the MIT Corporation. In the interest of public culture, Judge Alex Kozinski has designated that "Nominative Fair Use" is allowed for "purely referential usages of the mark. ..only when the product or service cannot be identified without use of the mark and no sponsor-WONG ship or endorsement by the holder of the mark is suggested." 3 This permits appropriation, but not reproduction.
Adbusters' images, then, seem to be protected by the obviousness of their satirical, non-endorsing, non-sponsoring message. What is less clear is how an academic journal's publication of them re-adjusts such a claim. In order for Thresholds not to violate the rights of the trademark owner, would it be necessary to issue a disclaimer?
Threshold's publication of Adbusters' work is a purely referential usage of the mark. We suggest no endorsement of the products (McDonald's, Marlboro, Smirnoff. Nike, VW) implied by the logos in these images.
In the context of an art historical reading of images, however, the notion that "marks" or signs can be "purely referential," as opposed to openly endorsing, is problematic. It suggests that critical reproduction of the trademark must always be a parody in order to be pure. This is anoth-er question that the work of Adbusters raises: Can there be a critique of production through reproduction? Will this critique always have to be satirical, in the name of humor, irony, and cynicism?
For this publication, Thresholds was specifically asked by Adbusters Media Foundation to credit these images "courtesy of www.Adbusters.org ." Obviously, Adbusters argues that they, not the trademark holders, own these images as copyrights, that they have public and legal rights to them. This is confusing, given that Adbusters' images are supposed to question corporate America's monopolistic ownership of ideas. To put the question differently: Do these images really produce a critique of consumer society, or are they merely reproducing the coolness of design, the rights of artistic production? Do they merely re-iterate the seductiveness of good visual communications that are the basis of the power of advertising?
For his part, the founder and mam spokesperson of Adbusters, Kalle Lasn, questions why an academic journal might even be interested in this work. When I told him that we were interested because he seemed to be aligning himself with an artistic practice we call the "avant-garde," he answered: "I don't know anybody here who thinks of what we do as an 'artform.' To me this is another kind of 'speak.' Artspeak. Marketingspeak. Maybe a kind of Academicspeak." global network of Culture Jammers with free images and ideas, purchasing TV time for "uncommercials," and subversively pasting anti-ads on billboards, Adbusters' primary activity is the publication of a glossy magazine; a 10 issue subscription costs $40. Why should I buy a magazine which purports to say that being a consumer ruins my spiritual and cultural life? Yes, you say, but they have to be funded somehow. rather than 'moral acts.'" Lasn also quotes the "revolutionary situationist," Guy Debord with great frequency in his book, Culture Jam (US$13.00, Canada $19.95).
Moreover, Adbusters writes Manifestos-whether the manifesto printed here, or the 2000 First Things First Manifestourging designers not to sell their artistic souls to evil corporate power.
However, the most problematic aspect of Adbusters' method of production is, that in addition to providing a Lasn also argues that his use of capitalist techniques should be overlooked considering that Adbusters work is "social marketing" rather than "product marketing." In other words, Adbusters distinguishes its goals. It does not seek to be profit-making based on a material good that is bought and sold, but it seeks to capitalize on ideas, or what Lasn calls the "mental environment." However, what else are advertising fictions -images that say smoking Marlboros makes you an outdoorsy kind of manly man-if not "ideas?" To the question, "What is the difference between the mental environment and the marketplace?" 2H WONG Lasn answers, "I don't think there is a need to draw a line." Again, Lasn's statement reveals the Inherent contradictions of Adbusters' work. Drawing the line between the mental environment (the field as the artist conceives it) and the marketplace (the larger capitalist structure in which the artist produces) is exactly what Adbusters tries to do-to show the difference between capitalism's production of consumer society and real society as we should live it.
My attempt to engage Lasn in articulating the relationship between the mode of production of Adbusters, and the messages that Adbusters makes, led him to assert that the culture jamming movement, like all movements, "will eventually be co-opted. That's the nature of culture." Perhaps, this is the clearest statement of Lasn's position. Co-optation of criticism into the structures of capitalist production is the goal of his form of negative thought. "Culture" is co-optation. If this is the case, reproduction occurs not only when advertising campaigns use superficial and false Post-Seattle, Anti-WTO, and environmentalist messages to sell us SUVs, but also when an avant-garde movement reproduces the cool of the uncool (or is it the uncool of cool?) At least one thing is reproduced: the supremacy of design and visuality as a mode of production itself.
Perhaps that is something on which Thresholds can capitalize.
Notes 1 The Adbusters Media Foundation is based in Vancouver, Canada. It serves as a central meeting point for "Culture Jammers," an international movement representing a variety of political positions and activities including environmentalism. anti-globalization, anti-secularism, and anti-mass-media. The majority of these groups use protest, performance, and parody images to contest the supremacy of corporate power and consumerism. 2 United States Patent and Trademark Office, "Basic Facts about
